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The Expanding Role of the Juvenile
Court in Determining Educational
Outcomes for Foster Children

he juvenile court system has not been a good parent. More than
500,000 children nationwide are in foster care.! Approximately
20,000 of those children age out of the system every year.? A review
of studies tracking the educational outcomes of foster children reveals that
these children often have serious academic deficiencies. For example, depend-
ing on the research study, 26 to 40 percent of foster children repeat one or
more grades, and 30 to 96 percent are below grade level in reading or math.?
High school graduation rates vary between 20 and 63 percent.* By contrast,
84 percent of children in the general population graduate from high school.”
Earning a high school diploma makes a real, long-term difference in the lives
of disadvantaged children; without it, they leave care poorly equipped to
cope with the challenges they will face as young adults living on their own.®
Former foster children have expressed dissatisfaction with the educational
services they received while in the system. For example, Roberta A., who
attended nine different schools while in foster care, remembers being in hon-
ors classes before entering the system but ending up with assigned worksheets
and busywork below her educational level while attending an alternative
education program. lisha B., who lived in a group home, says she was a 10th
grader doing 4th-grade level work. Jeff E, who also lived in a group home,
wanted to be a biologist but says he did not get the upper-level science classes
he needed. Jennifer M., a former foster youth who had more than 20 place-
ments, says she loved math but believes that her skill level dropped the longer
she stayed in the system.”

THE CURRENT SYSTEM

Historically, judges, advocates, and placing agencies have paid little attention
to the educational services that children in their caseloads receive.® Training
on how to advocate in the educational system on behalf of foster children has
been virtually nonexistent for social workers, probation officers, and substi-
tute care providers, such as group homes and foster parents.® Few require-
ments are placed on substitute care providers to ensure proper educational
involvement and support for children in their care. And though attorneys
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representing children may become experts in juve-
nile court practice, they are often unfamiliar with
the protections afforded to children under education
laws, such as those supporting school stability or
special education.’® This lack of knowledge is signi-
ficant in that the educational experiences of most
children in foster care are negatively affected by place-
ment changes, and anywhere between 30 and 41
percent of children in foster care receive some sort of
special educational services.!!

The complete consequences of neglecting the edu-
cational needs of foster children are not precisely
known because little data in this area are collected
or maintained by child welfare systems.'? As a result,
the mandated health and education passport!® for
children in care generally contains little, if any, edu-
cational information.!4

When asked why more attention is not placed
on education, child welfare professionals generally
respond, “Because education is the school’s job.”!>
With social workers and advocates focused primarily
on family reunification and permanency planning,
the educational progress of foster children has simply
not received adequate attention.

Multiple changes in placement and the lack of
advocacy on behalf of these children take a toll on
their chances for academic success. Two case scenar-
ios illustrate some of the obstacles that directly affect
the educational progress of foster children:

m Ten-year-old Mary G. was living in a foster home
and enrolled in the local public school, where she
was assessed for special educational services. It was
determined that she qualified for adaptive physi-
cal education, resource help, and speech therapy;
an Individualized Education Program (IEP)'¢ out-
lining these services was developed for her. Her
disabling condition was listed as “learning handi-
capped.” No behavior problems were indicated in
the classroom. Two months later, Mary was moved
to a group home in a different school district os-
tensibly because of behavior problems in the foster
home. A new IEP was immediately developed, and

she was placed in the group home’s on-site school.

No services were included. Her disabling condition
was also changed to “emotionally disturbed.” It was
later learned that her prior educational informa-
tion did not transfer with her, and that the sur-
rogate parent who consented to the reassessment
and signed Mary’s new IEP had never met her, had
never spoken to anyone about her, and had not
attended her IEP meeting,.

m Seventeen-year-old Ryan D. experienced multiple
changes in placement while in foster care. He had
attended more than six different high schools. While
in his last group home, Ryan was told that he had
earned only 12 credits toward graduation, yet 44
were required. Within months he would turn 18
and be removed from his group home. Ryan’s behav-
jor in the group home was also problematic. He felt
depressed, angry, and hopeless about his future.

EFFECTS OF MULTIPLE
PLACEMENT CHANGES ON
EDUCATIONAL SUCCESS

Changes in placement that result in multiple school
transfers hinder the ability of foster children to suc-
ceed academically. In a real way, these children fall
through the cracks. When school changes occur,
education records do not always transfer in a com-
plete or timely manner; meanwhile the child stays
out of school for days or weeks at a time or is placed
in inappropriate classes while waiting for the school
to receive the records. Sometimes a child will move
so often that his or her records are lost or misplaced,
causing the child to lose credits or to repeat classes.
In some cases, no one formally withdraws the child
from the previous school, with the result that the
child appears truant and his or her grades are low-
ered. Some of these children have even been referred
to school attendance review boards.”

In one study, 42 percent of the foster children sur-
veyed indicated that they had experienced delays in
school enrollment while in foster care. The delay was
often attributed to lost or misplaced school and im-
munization records. Of those children, more than half
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said the delay resulted in nonattendance at school for
anywhere from two to four weeks.'® Another study, ad-
ministered over a 10-week period, showed that 3 out of
31 group-home children had waited more than 20 days
before entering school, and that 10 attended no school
at all during the full 10-week study period.*?

School mobility, even without the complications
of out-of-home placement, is negatively related to
school difficulties. One study shows that, by 4th
grade, mobile students are an average of four months
behind their classmates on standardized tests and,
by 6th grade, are as much as one year behind.? In
another study, students who had changed schools
at least six times between 1st and 12th grades were
35 percent more likely to fail a grade than students
who didn’t move or had moved just a few times dur-
ing the period.?! Multiple changes in school place-
ment during high school can significantly lower the
student’s chances for graduation.??

Multiple school transfers can affect foster children’s
ability to access services available to other children. For
example, children who undergo transfers often are not
evaluated for or do not access special school services such
as 504 plans,?® special education programs, or gifted and
talented programs. By the time teachers begin to identify
and respond to specific academic deficits or strengths, the
child may have moved to a different school.?4

Multiple changes in school placements are also
frustrating for children who want to participate in
extracurricular school activities. For example, many
youth want to play on high school sports teams but
end up missing either all or part of the season be-
cause of a new placement. Foster children complain
about missing school friends and teachers, as well as
the difficulty of constantly adjusting to new teachers,
classes, and friends.?> Sadly, children in foster care
are not often given the opportunity to fulfill their

dreams or have a sense of normalcy in their lives.

LACK OF ADVOCACY ON BEHALF
OF FOSTER CHILDREN

Inattention to the educational needs of foster chil-

dren, coupled with a subsequent failure in advocacy
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by those involved in their lives, has fostered myriad
problems for these children.

As discussed above, the available research reveals
that far too many foster children achieve below grade
level in reading or math and fail to graduate from
high school. It may be true that a child’s experience
before entering foster care is partly to blame for these
educational concerns.?® But this condition also per-
sists because social workers, care providers, attorneys,
and other advocates have paid inadequate attention
to the child’s educational needs and often lack the
training to advocate effectively. While a child is in
foster care, often no one pays consistent attention
to the child’s educational development. Children
placed in alternative education programs either have
no one representing their educational interests or are
represented by district-appointed surrogate parents
who fail even to meet them or to review their edu-
cational records before making decisions for them.
Finally, a child’s social worker or attorney frequently
fails to attend IEP team meetings or other important
school conferences.

Children placed in large group homes with associ-
ated or on-site schools are often required to attend
those schools despite previous successes in regular
public school placements.?” These alternative educa-
tion programs tend to be nonpublic?® or juvenile
court schools.?” Youth who attend these types of
programs miss out on regular high school experi-
ences and often cannot access the continuum of
comprehensive educational services available at the
local school campus. Though many group-home
children require alternative school settings, many
others placed there do not.

Furthermore, a nonpublic school placement is
among the most restrictive of educational programs.
It is designed to serve children who cannot function
in a regular public school environment. Nonpublic
schools tend to be separated from the regular public
school campus and located either on the grounds
of the group home or nearby. Placement in these
programs is normally the result of an IEP team de-
cision. But many children who are not eligible for
special education services (and thus without IEPs)
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or for whom eligibility is debatable end up placed in
nonpublic schools.?® In addition, some children who
have been found appropriately eligible for special
education services are inappropriately placed in non-
public schools, which may be more restrictive than
necessary. Few children enrolled in associated or on-
site schools are integrated into the public school for
any part of the day.?!

Few advocates raise concern about the appropri-
ateness of an educational placement. The lack of
training and advocacy skills among those involved in
the lives of these children compounds the problem
of inattention, with the effect that advocacy for chil-
dren in the system is inadequate overall.

Two complementary changes can markedly im-
prove the situation in California. First, legislative
and other initiatives have already taken place and
are beginning to change the educational landscape
for foster children. Second, some jurisdictions have
already seen improved advocacy and interagency
coordination among the courts, social services, pro-
bation, substitute care providers, and schools. The
concluding sections of this article highlight these
developments as they occurred in San Diego County
and show that they are vital to the provision of
appropriate educational services for foster children.

RECENT PUBLIC AND
PRIVATE INITIATIVES

Federal, state, and private initiatives begun in the last
decade focus on improving educational outcomes for
foster children.

ADOPTION AND SAFE FAMILIES ACT

The federal Adoption and Safe Families Act regula-
tions, which took effect March 2000, require states
to undergo child and family service reviews. These
federal reviews consider seven general outcomes
related to child safety, permanency, and well-being
in determining a state’s overall performance in child
protection cases. One outcome to be measured is
whether children receive appropriate services to meet
their educational needs. States risk losing federal

funds if they are not achieving these outcomes, in-
cluding meeting the educational needs of children
in care.??

FAMILY TO FAMILY INITIATIVE

The Family to Family initiative is rapidly expanding
to cities across the country. Designed in 1992 by
the Annie E. Casey Foundation and child welfare
leaders, the initiative promotes significant reform by
urging the development of a family-centered, neigh-
borhood-based foster-care system. Cities participat-
ing in the Family to Family initiative have committed
themselves to the following outcomes:

m fewer children in institutional and congregate care

B shift of resources from congregate and institu-
tional care to family foster care and family-centered
services across all child- and family-serving systems

B shortened stays in out-of-home placement
m more planned reunifications
m fewer reentries into care

m fewer placement moves experienced by children
in care

m more siblings placed together in the number of
children placed away from their own families®?

Success in any of these outcomes should help reduce
the mobility of foster-care children among schools
and have a corresponding positive effect on educa-
tional achievement.

McKINNEY-VENTO HOMELESS

ASSISTANCE ACT

The 2001 reauthorization of the McKinney-Vento
Act, part of the federal legislation known as “No
Child Left Behind,” provides significant protections
for homeless children and youth.>* One statutory
definition of “homeless children and youths” in-
cludes those who are “living in emergency or transi-
tional shelters” or “awaiting foster care placement.”?>
Under this definition, foster children who are ini-
tially detained or have been moved and are awaiting
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a permanent placement should receive protections
under the act. These protections require local school
districts to do the following:

m To the extent feasible, permit the child to at-
tend his or her school of origin (school where last
enrolled or school attended when permanently
housed) until the end of any academic year in
which the child moves into permanent housing;
or permit the child to enroll in any public school
that other students living in the same attendance
area are eligible to attend. School placement
decisions must be made on the basis of the child’s

“best interest.”3°

m Provide or arrange for transportation to and from
the school of origin when the school is within the
district. When the child moves to a different dis-
trict, the act requires the new district and the
district of origin to agree on a method for sharing
transportation, responsibility, and costs.”

m Designate an appropriate staff person as a liaison
to assist homeless children. Among other things,
the liaison must ensure that homeless students are
enrolled in, and have full and equal opportunity
to succeed in, schools in the district.38

B Immediately enroll the homeless child. This is
required even if the child is unable to produce
records normally required for enrollment, such as
previous academic records, medical records, proof
of residency, or other documentation.?®

B Institute a process to promptly resolve disputes.
Pending resolution of a dispute about school

placement, the district must immediately enroll
the child in his or her school of choice.*°

Recent nonregulatory guidance from the U.S.
Department of Education confirms that children
who are “awaiting foster care placement” are con-
sidered homeless and eligible for McKinney-Vento
services. Children who are already in foster care, on
the other hand, are not considered homeless under
the act. The guidance suggests that school district li-
aisons confer and coordinate with local public social
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service agency providers in determining how best to
assist homeless children and youth who are awaiting

foster-care placement. !

CALIFORNIA INITIATIVES

In California, the Legislature contracted with the
American Institutes for Research (AIR) for three
research reports—issued in 1998,%2 2001,%3 and
2003%—that focused on nonpublic school place-
ments and funding and the policies and procedures
affecting the educational placement of group-home
children. These reports led to compelling recom-
mendations to the Legislature and state agencies on
improving educational outcomes for foster children.
Among other things, AIR has recommended that
California

W improve its interagency coordination across local
education, social services, mental health, and pro-
bation agencies as this coordination pertains to
the provision of appropriate education services for
foster children;*

m develop an independent oversight board at the
state and county level, focusing on ensuring that
the work of those agencies providing education
services are meeting the needs of children in foster

care; 46

m develop a statewide data system that can be easily
and quickly accessed by group-home and educa-
tion authorities across the state;?”

m cxpand the California Foster Care Ombudsman
Office to include educational concerns under its

48

purview;*® and

B clearly define roles and unambiguously assign ulti-
mate responsibility for the education of children in
foster care to the Department of Education and its

county and local agencies.®’

Some of these recommendations have resulted in
legislative change (as described later), but others
remain to be addressed.

In addition, the 1998 California Budget Act
expanded the Foster Youth Services program (FYS),
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an education-based program that provides support
to enhance the success of group-home children in
school.>® The local county office of education or
school district operates FYS. One of the core ele-
ments of FYS is interagency collaboration. FYS pro-
viders work with social workers, probation officers,
group-home staff, school staff, and community ser-
vice agencies to train staff, as well as to influence
and support school success. Currently, 53 California
counties have FYS coordinators, and the goal is to
expand this program to all 58 counties.

Effective January 1, 2004, the Governor of Cali-
fornia approved Assembly Bill 490,3! a far-reaching
bill that requires child welfare, probation, schools,
and the juvenile courts to work together to improve
educational outcomes for children in care. Among
other things, the bill mandates the following:

m All pupils in foster care must have a meaningful
opportunity to meet the challenging state pupil
achievement standards to which all pupils are held.

m County placing agencies must promote educa-
tional stability by considering in placement deci-
sions the child’s school attendance area.

m A foster child must be permitted to remain in
his or her school of origin for the duration of the
school year when a placement changes if that is in
the child’s best interest.

m A comprehensive public school must be considered
the first school placement option for foster children.

B Local educational agencies must designate a staff
person as a foster-care education liaison to ensure
proper placement, transfer, and enrollment in
school for foster children.

m The county social worker and probation officer
must notify the local educational agency when
the child is leaving the school.

B A school district must deliver the child’s education
information and records to the next educational
placement within two days of receiving a transfer
request from a county placing agency.

m A foster child must be immediately enrolled in
school even if all the typically required school
records, immunizations, or school uniforms are
not available.

m A foster child not must be penalized for absences
resulting from placement changes, court appear-
ances, or related court-ordered activities.

If done effectively, implementation of this bill will
have a powerful impact on enhancing the educational
outcomes for children in the foster-care system.

The Expanding Role of the Juvenile Court

The California juvenile courts have assumed a greater
role in ensuring that the educational needs of foster
children are addressed. Effective January 1, 2001,
section 24 of the California Standards of Judicial
Administration acquired new subsections (g) and
(h), which provide guidance to juvenile courts on the
educational rights of children. Among other things,
they require the juvenile court judge to

(1) [t]ake responsibility, with the other juvenile court
participants at every stage of the child’s case, to ensure
that the child’s educational needs are met...[;] (2)
[plrovide oversight of the...agencies to ensure that
a child’s educational rights are investigated, reported,
and monitored... ;] (3) [r]equire that court reports,
case plans, assessments, and permanency plans...
address a child’s educational entitlements and how
those entitlements are being satisfied, and contain
information to assist the court in deciding whether the

right of the parent or guardian to make educational
decisions for the child should be limited ... .>?

In addition, the Judicial Council of California has
adopted rules and forms concerning the education
of children in foster care.>® Some juvenile courts
have assembled multidisciplinary task forces to focus
attention on ways their counties can improve educa-
tional outcomes.>*

Since January 1, 2003, the juvenile courts have
been required to appoint a “responsible person” who
has the legal authority to make educational decisions
for a child when the court has removed this author-
ity from the parents.>> Similarly, social service and
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probation agencies are required to consider whether
or not to limit the authority of the parent or guard-
ian to make education decisions for the child and,
if so, whether there is a responsible person available
to assume this role.>® In most cases, the person to
be appointed will likely be the foster parent or rela-
tive caretaker. When those persons are not available,
juvenile courts should look to appropriate noncusto-
dial relatives, nonrelative extended family members,
mentors, and Court Appointed Special Advocates
(CASAs). In cases where the court cannot identify
a responsible person to advocate for a child and the
child may be eligible for special educational services
or already has an IEP, the court must then refer the
child to the local school district for appointment of a
surrogate parent. Recent amendments to California
law governing the appointment of district surrogates
now require them to meet the child and review the
child’s educational records.>” The Judicial Council
of California has promulgated a form to assist the
courts with the implementation of these laws.>®

Developments in San Diego County

Systemic reform begins with the vision and strong
support of the juvenile court presiding judge. San
Diego County has been fortunate to have not only
strong support from the bench but also a powerful
working relationship with schools, social services,
and probation, as well as with other public and pri-
vate agencies. This close collaboration has signifi-
cantly enhanced educational services and outcomes
for foster children in this county.

In 1999, the supervising dependency court judge,
along with a group of representatives from the chil-
dren’s law office, social services, and schools, raised
concern about the education that 80 group-home
children were receiving from their on-site nonpublic
school. There was concern that the nonpublic school
lacked sufficient curriculum, educational materials,
and supplies. Textbooks were outdated, comput-
ers were old and in disrepair, and there was little
in the way of educational software. Some believed
the school lacked qualified teachers and aides; there
was a reported lack of supervision as well as alleged
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inappropriate discipline. Kids were bored, unchal-
lenged, and regularly disruptive in the classroom.
For two years, this group worked to improve the
nonpublic school. Finally succumbing to pressure,
the school closed its doors. With only eight weeks’
notice, the local school district took over. School
staff painted the classrooms; purchased new furni-
ture, textbooks, computers, and supplies; enhanced
the curriculum; recruited skilled, motivated teachers;
and opened Alta Vista Academy.

Since that time, students have progressed academ-
ically and behaviorally. Several are now attending the
local comprehensive public school campus. Many
others are moving to lower levels of care, such as
foster homes, or are being returned to their parents.
The group home reports that the children’s behav-
ior has improved significantly. And, finally, district-
wide student test results in writing, reading, and
math are among the top in the district. Last year the
school received the “Golden Bell Award” for excel-
lence from the California School Board Association
(CSBA). This annual award recognizes outstanding
educational programs around the state. The success
of Alta Vista Academy has motivated other school
programs around the county to improve their efforts
on behalf of foster children.

The presiding judge of the San Diego County
juvenile court, along with members of the county’s
board of supervisors, has also created the San Pasqual
Academy, a state-of-the-art residential education
program serving foster youth aged 14 to 18. Only
youth seeking placement in the academy are con-
sidered, and successful candidates are selected after
a careful review by the residential provider, social
services, and the school. Most of the youth selected
are in a plan of long-term foster care in which reuni-
fication with family members is no longer an option.
Younger siblings of enrolled youth are also carefully
considered. The students live in cottages staffed by
house parents. The academy’s high school has devel-
oped an exceptional education program that offers a
full array of academic curricula. If the academy does
not offer a class requested or needed by a youth, he
or she attends the local community college. As part
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of the school experience, students are encouraged to
participate and become involved in extracurricular
activities, such as intramural and interscholastic ath-
letics, student government, cheerleading, drama, and
school clubs. All seniors are required to complete a
senior portfolio.>® Through the San Diego Workforce

Partnership,®°

students are given opportunities to
develop work experience both on and off campus. In
the academy’s third year of operation, over 95 percent

of its departing seniors received a high school diploma.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR
REFORM: LESSONS FROM
SAN DIEGO COUNTY

Over the past five years the San Diego County juve-
nile court, working closely with its partners, spear-
headed a number of efforts aimed at improving
educational outcomes for foster children. Below are
examples of what the court has done, or is doing,
to encourage and develop collaboration among all
those who work to improve the lives of these chil-
dren. They are offered here to policymakers as rec-
ommendations for reform.

1. Under the leadership of the juvenile court, create
a multidisciplinary education task force to focus
exclusively on enhancing education outcomes
for foster children in your county. Involve leaders
from your local FYS program (see below), schools,
social services, probation, children’s attorneys,
CASAs, and substitute care providers, as well as cur-
rent and former foster children, in this effort. As part
of the work of the task force, members should visit
local educational programs that serve foster chil-
dren, conduct focus groups with children in those
programs, and talk with care providers seeking their
views on how to support foster children in educa-
tion. In San Diego County, all work in the area of
education reform is either initiated by or reported
to the juvenile court education task force. Making
these efforts will help inform task force members on
what needs to be done, and what is being done, to
enhance education outcomes for foster children in
your county.

2. Provide systemwide training on education laws
and outcomes for foster children, as well as the
roles and responsibilities of juvenile court judges
and attorneys, placing agencies, substitute care
providers, and schools. Early on in the San Diego
County court’s efforts, the local Foster Youth
Services program hosted a forum, inviting stake-
holders to come together to address the educational
needs of foster children. The presiding juvenile
court judge, county school superintendent, and a
member of the local board of supervisors hosted
the forum. Over the last few years training has been
continually provided across all disciplines to help
ensure that system participants understand educa-
tion laws and the importance of making education
a priority. Last year, the presiding judge closed the
dependency courts for an afternoon and required
attorneys, judges, and others to participate in train-
ing related to the education of foster children.

3. Work closely with your local FYS program. The
goal of FYS is to improve policies and practices
affecting the education of children in group-home
care. With the support and involvement of its advi-
sory board, FYS staff has developed an educational
database that currently contains more than 8,500
educational records of foster children.®! The data-
base is Web based and accessible to social services,
probation, juvenile courts, attorneys, and substi-
tute care providers. It receives weekly downloads
from CWS/CMS to include health, education, and
placement information. Unlike the CWS/CMS
system, which is closed, the database allows the
multiple agencies with responsibilities to specific
children secured access to relevant student infor-
mation. It has also been a mechanism by which
the juvenile court informs agencies as to who holds
education rights for children in its care. FYS is also
acting as an educational liaison for group-home
children by communicating with, and linking
together, group-home providers, schools, social
services, and probation. To support these efforts, a
juvenile court order allows these agencies to share
educational information with each other.
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4. Develop county and court protocols that help
ameliorate the effects of changes in school place-
ments. For example, in San Diego County, FYS
staff and the advisory board developed an inter-
agency agreement between schools, social services,
probation, and group homes. Based on current
law, the interagency agreement defines the role
and responsibilities of each of these agencies. The
agreement specifically details how educational
information should be obtained and transferred
and how schools should be notified of new stu-
dents placed in group-home care. These protocols
help each agency understand not only its own
specific duties and tasks but also the duties and
tasks of its agency partners. This results in a more
comprehensive, efficient, and coordinated effort

on behalf of children.

5. Using the law as your framework, work with
placing agencies to develop internal policies and
procedures that clearly delineate the responsibili-
ties and duties of workers. At a minimum, these
policies and procedures should

a. inform workers of the educational rights of fos-
ter children, as well as the workers responsibil-
ity, in appropriate circumstances, to determine
whether the educational rights of parents or
guardians should be limited and, if so, who
should be appointed to assume those rights;

b. promote school stability whenever possible;

c. require a complete health and education sum-
mary for every child, as well as sufficient edu-
cation information in each court report;

d. if a transfer should occur, require that the child
be checked out of school and ensure that the
old school transfer education records to the
new school in a timely manner; and

e. urge workers to become more involved in advocat-

ing on behalf of children in educational settings.

Last year, the San Diego County Health and
Human Services Agency (HHSA) distributed a
special notice to all its workers, informing them of
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laws pertaining to the education of foster children as
well as of new, required policies and procedures that
support the educational success of children in their
caseloads. For example, FYS and HHSA have devel-
oped protocols and forms to assist with the proper
withdrawal of children from school to prevent the
problem of lowered grades when schools are not
informed that a child has changed a school place-
ment. An HHSA manager is now requiring that
all new applications of children being considered
for group-home placement include complete health
and education information and that all group-home
providers help children with homework and support
academic success. And, more recently, HHSA has as-
signed internal education liaisons in all six regions®?
of San Diego County to work closely with FYS liai-
sons and foster-youth school district liaisons so that
all liaisons become more informed of school services
in their areas and are better able to provide support
to social workers.

These activities, along with the development of
educational programs such as the San Pasqual and
Alta Vista academies, have resulted in better outcomes
for San Diego County’s foster youth. Indeed, the
high school completion rate for foster youth in San
Diego County has increased from a low 51 percent
in 1998 to nearly 75 percent in 2004.%3

Because of the innovations in San Diego County,
there are happy endings to the two scenarios de-
scribed earlier in this article. Mary’s attorney inter-
vened and successfully advocated for the revision
of her IEP to include appropriate services, includ-
ing a change from her previous designation as emo-
tionally disturbed, that more accurately reflect her
neurological deficits. She was also returned to pub-
lic school, where she has succeeded academically.
Concerned for Ryan’s situation, the educational
liaison for the local FYS program searched for every
bit of high school seat time she could find in his
school records and ultimately identified 24 credits.
Ryan was immediately enrolled in adult education
courses, which he took simultaneously while attending
his last high school. He graduated in an emotional
ceremony in front of his supporters and peers.
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The education of foster children is finally begin-
ning to receive the attention it has long deserved.
San Diego County’s experience shows the progress
possible when juvenile courts take a leadership role
in bringing stakeholders together to improve educa-
tional outcomes. Visionary and capable leadership,
coupled with highly functional collaborative teams,
can ensure that all children in foster care have the
opportunity to develop the skills necessary to meet
the state academic achievement standards to which
all students are held. The California court system can
become better parents. Its children deserve no less.
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